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AND TRANSLATION OF AN ANABAPTIST ADAM 
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What can I do to change my fate 
but take a strange lover and cleave 
to my work? The Amish believe 
it is sinful to be sure 
their souls are saved. 
The only defense against their worst fears 
is work and hope, Arbeite und Hoffe. 
The work that they mean 
darkens your skin with sun 
and roughens your hands; you must strain 
as a horse against a harness, as light 
against the darkness.1 

In Lancaster, Pennsylvania for the weekend to celebrate Thanks­
giving with my family, I was among the first to register at the 
Mennonite Historical Society library on Friday morning. I had come to 
learn whatever I could about the circumstances leading to the transla­
tion and printing of the first American edition of Martyrs' Mirror during 
1748-1749 at nearby Ephrata, Pennsylvania—especially the decision to 
print an image and motto on the book's title page. The image that cap­
tured my imagination was a woodcut of a European peasant digging in a 
field or vineyard outside a village, beneath the phrase Arbeite und 
Hoffe (fig. 1). The motto, "work and hope," had been familiar to me for 
some time. In fact I had used it in the poem above—though as is almost 
always the case with my knowledge of Mennonite culture, the informa­
tion had come through conversation,2 and I knew nothing about the ori­
gin of the motto or image. 

Articles and books on the publication history of Martyrs' Mirror 
offered few clues, yet as I examined the old editions in Lancaster I dis­
covered that the phrase and/or forms of the picture continued to appear 

*Julia Kasdorf is a poet and graduate student at New York University. Gordon Pradl, 
David Kasdorf and Scott Holland read earlier drafts of this essay; David Luthy was a 
particularly helpful reader. 

1. These are the final lines of "Freindschaft" in my book of poems Sleeping Preacher 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1992), 21-23. 

2. Mervin Horst introduced me to the motto and showed me a copy of the image 
several years ago. 
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FIGURE 1 

From Thieleman J. van Braghi, Martyrs' Mirror, trans. Peter 
Miller (Ephrata, 1748-1749), title page. 

on title pages of all German versions of Martyrs' Mirror printed in 
America—and one English edition—until the image was finally re­
moved with the 1990 printing. What were the sources of this motto and 
image? How did it evolve during its 330-year printing history? Could I 
discover any significance that it may have had for the Seventh Day 
Baptist printers at Ephrata and for the Mennonite and Amish 
publishers who continued to replicate it? Beyond these questions, I 
wondered what unspoken, unrecognized search for meaning lurked 
behind my curiosity. What individual necessity inspired this quest, 
which even I regarded as somewhat arcane? 

While I rifled through the card catalogues and browsed through the 
stacks that morning, my brothers, father and nephews were mulching 
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the garden and spreading lime on the lawn back at my brother's house.3 

This family get-together was another of the sort that prompts disgrun­
tled in-laws to complain, "Why do we travel all this way for everyone 
to work? Doesn't your family know how to do anything else?" We do 
sometimes turn gatherings into "frolics," occasions in which toil binds us 
together in a common task. Sometimes we blame it on our Amish roots or 
on the Spicher (Speicher) line which was known by some in Mifflin 
County for being particularly driven to hard work.4 My grandfather, 
they say, had his trousers hemmed a couple of inches above his shoes so 
that they wouldn't get caught in his work and no one would mistake 
him for an idle man. Maybe my own questions about work first at­
tracted me to that little man with a shovel. As I pursued him I found it 
strangely comforting to find him still digging, as I was also digging 
each time I lifted the cover of an old, leather-bound edition of Martyrs' 
Mirror and turned to the title page. 

The little man on the elaborately fraktured title page of the 
Ephrata Martyrs' Mirror was probably made from the printer's device 
on the title page of the 1685 Amsterdam edition (fig. 2). At Ephrata 
the image was replicated in reverse and in a slightly rougher form, 
which suggests a derivative copying process such as a woodblock cut di­
rectly from an oil-paper tracing of the original. The most striking 
aspect of the appropriation of the Dutch device by the printers at 
Ephrata was their decision to translate the Latin motto Fac et spera 
(Do/work and hope) into the German imperative. The choice to trans­
late the motto into the language of the Martyrs' Mirror text strength­
ened a connection between the book and the image that may not have 
persisted if the phrase had remained in its original language. Thus the 
act of translation had the effect of incorporating the device into the 
Martyrs' Mirror text for most of its German language publication his­
tory in America. 

The events preceding an agreement to print Martyrs' Mirror at 
Ephrata have been recounted often.5 Although early Mennonite 

3. They made me wonder if the desire for lime-sweet earth somehow persists in 
phylogenetic memory; as J.W. Yoder wrote, "an Amishman can smell limestone land for 
one hundred miles."—Rosanna's Boys (Harrisonburg, Va.: Choice Productions, 1987), 13. 

4. Sandra Cronk discusses "the rite of work" as a means of creating community and 
expressing love; see "Gelassenheit: The Rites and Redemptive Processes in Old Order 
Amish and Old Order Mennonite Communities," MQR 60 (Jan. 1981), 5-44. 

5. In addition to the classic article by Gerald C. Studer, "A History of the Martyrs' 
Mirror/' MQR 22 (July 1948), 163-74, and "Martyrs' Mirror," ME 3:423-24, see John L. Ruth, 
Maintaining the Right Fellowship (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1984), 123-26 and E. G. 
Alderfer, The Ephrata Commune: An Early American Counter Culture (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 1985), 127-29. Also see David Luth/s "The Ephrata Martyrs' Mirror: Shot 
from Patriots' Muskets," Pennsylvania Mennonite Heritage 9 (Jan. 1986), 2-5, in which Luthy 
describes the discovery of a copy of an Ephrata Martyrs' Mirror that was among those 
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settlers brought copies of the book from Europe in the late 1600s, 
comparatively few Pennsylvania Mennonites could read those Dutch 

FIGURE 2 

From Thieleman J. van Braghi, Martyrs' Mirror (Amsterdam: J. 
vander Deyster, H. vanden Berg, Jan Blom, Wed. S. Swart, S. 
Wybrands, A. Ossaan, 1685), title page. 

editions. When war between England and France seemed inevitable 
and the colonial Assembly had refused appeals for military exemption 
on religious grounds, the American Mennonite community needed access 
to the Anabaptist martyr stories as models of resistance to militarism 
and of submission to the teachings of the religious community. In 
October 1745 four leaders from the Skippack community in the 
Franconia area of southeastern Pennsylvania wrote to Mennonites in 

confiscated by rebel soldiers during the American Revolution for use as musket wadding. 
Some feared that the war might be lost if the martyr books were used for this purpose, and 
Luth/s copy was among those returned to the Cloister and later sold at a discounted price. 
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Amsterdam requesting help to translate and print a complete German 
Martyrs' Mirror for use in the colony: 

As the flames of war appear to mount higher, no man can tell 
whether the cross and persecution of the defenseless Christians 
will not soon come, and it is therefore of importance to prepare 
ourselves for such circumstances with patience and resignation, 
and to use all available means that encourage steadfastness and 
strengthen faith. Our whole community has manifested a unani­
mous desire for a German translation of the Bloody Theater of 
Thieleman Janz van Braght, especially since in this community 
there is a very great number of newcomers, for which we consider 
it to be of greatest importance that they should become acquainted 
with the trustworthy witnesses who have walked in the way of 
truth, and sacrificed their lives for it.6 

The Dutch reply, which arrived nearly three years later, advised the 
Skippack leaders to translate passages from the book themselves and 
get school children to copy them out by hand. Meanwhile the 
Pennsylvania Mennonites had already contacted the Seventh Day 
Baptist community at Ephrata, whose printing press rivaled Benjamin 
Franklin's. 

Mennonites were not strangers to the communitarian group at 
Ephrata and its charismatic Pietist leader Conrad Beissel. Before em­
igrating to America from Germany, Beissel may have encountered 
Anabaptists during his journeyman travels through southern Germany, 
when he seemed to learn as much about the contemporary religious un­
derground as he did about his bread-baking trade. Certainly after emi­
grating to Pennsylvania he met Mennonites who—along with other 
German-speaking sectarians such as the Amish, Schwenkfeld ers, 
Moravians and Dunkers—shared aspects of his views on Christian 
pacifism, rejection of loyalty oaths, adult baptism, the community of 
believers, respect for the land and separation from ''the world." When 
he first moved west of Germantown, seeking solitude on the Conestoga 
frontier, Beissel built a cabin about three miles from a Swiss Mennonite 
settlement and was probably influenced by their ideas about simplicity 
of lifestyle and mutual aid. Mennonites were also among those who 
came to hear Beissel preach on the Conestoga, and the Chronicon 
Ephratense notes that by early 1732 Beissel's congregation along Mill 
Creek was mostly comprised of individuals who had previously been 
affiliated with Mennonite groups.7 

6. Cited in ME 3:423. 
7. Alderfer, Ephrata Commune, 16-26,9,48,34,48. Alderfer's Ephrata Commune provides 

biographical information on Beissel and traces significant connections between the 
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A permanent settlement of Beissel's celibate followers was estab­
lished along the Cocalico Creek at Ephrata by the mid-1730s, and the 
community's printing establishment became the primary source of reli­
gious literature for Mennonites in colonial America. Equipped with a 
press and metal type from Germany and managed by several experi­
enced bookmakers, the press came into full production around 1745. 
That year saw the completion of the first work for the Mennonites, 
Güldene Aepffel in Silbern Schalen (Golden Apples in Silver Bowls), a 
519-page devotional book containing the "confession of faith by 
Thomas von Imbroich, and numerous other testimonials, epistles, 
prayers, and hymns by Mennonite martyrs."8 Also in 1745 a 120-page 
collection of stories from Martyrs' Mirror appeared under the title Das 
Andenken einiger heiligen Märtyrer; it was probably created as a 
forerunner of the full-length version completed in 1748. The Cloister 
also published three editions of the prayer book Die ernsthafte 
Christenpflicht in 1745, 1770 and 1785, and at least one other 
catechetical tract for the Mennonites.9 

The translation of Martyrs' Mirror began in September 1745 during 
one of the most difficult periods of the community's history. Conrad 
Beissel had just placed a powerful community leader, Israel Eckerling, 
under the ban, and Israel and his brother Samuel fled Ephrata shortly 
thereafter. Two other Eckerling brothers, Gabriel and Emanuel, fol­
lowed later that year. The Eckerlings had been responsible for devel­
oping a system of mills and workshops at Ephrata which, combined 
with farming and trade activities, had earned the community wealth 
and distinction in the colony. During the period when Beissel was nego­
tiating with the Mennonites to translate and print the large martyr 
book, fires consumed the grist, oil and fulling mills.10 At the time, some 
speculated that Beissel may have started the fires to diminish the 
Eckerlings' influence and purge the community of materialistic atti­
tudes, but no proof of this remains. Nonetheless, after the Eckerlings' 
expulsion Beissel dismantled the commercial structure they had cre­
ated. He dismissed workers hired from outside the community, sold 
horses and wagons, and refused to take new orders from merchants.11 

Once the burned mills were rebuilt, concentrated work on the martyr 
book resumed. The Chronicon Ephratense reports that during this 

community at Ephrata and European mysticism, the German Pietist movement, 
contempory colonial American religious activity, and later communal and religious 
movements in the United States. 

8. Studer, "A History," 173. 
9. For a complete description of Ephrata's printing for the Mennonites, see Alderfer, 

Ephrata Commune, 112,127-29,162,168,234. 
10. Ruth, Maintaining, 121. 
11. Alderfer, Ephrata Commune, 86-106. 
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period the household of the brothers (the celibate or "solitary" males) 
was occupied with little else. Fifteen men were assigned to work on the 
project: nine in the print shop (one translator, four compositors, four 
pressmen) and six in the paper mill. Consequently the brethren fell 
deeply into debt, a condition which may have fitted Beissel's vision 
for a community of faith, as the chronicler suggests: 

That this Book of Martyrs was the cause of many trials among the 
solitary, and contributed not a little to their spiritual martyrdom, 
is still in fresh remembrance. The Superintendent [Beissel], who 
started the work, had other reasons than gain for it. Those three 
years, during which said book was in press, proved an excellent 
preparation for spiritual martyrdom, although during that time 
six failed and joined the world again. When this is taken into 
consideration, as also the low price, and how far those who 
worked at it were removed from self-interest, the biographies of 
the holy martyrs, which the book contains, cannot fail to be a 
source of edification to all who read them.12 

The entire text was translated from Dutch into German by Peter Miller 
(Johann Peter Müller, also known in the community as Jaebez and 
Agrippa), a brilliant German Pietist trained at the University of 
Heidelberg who was said to read fourteen languages.13 A visitor to the 
Cloister, Israel Acrelius, wrote in his History of New Sweden that 
Miller "labored for three years upon the translation, and was at the 
same time so burdened with work that he did not sleep more than four 
hours during the night."14 Miller's translation was then proofread by 
Franconia Mennonites Henrich Funck and Dielman Kolb. Miller may 
have chosen to translate the Latin motto in consultation with these 
proofreaders—or possibly under the influence of Beissel himself. 
Certainly the motto's sentiments of work and hope expressed Beissel's 
attitude toward the Eckerling affair and its aftermath. Beissel be­
lieved that hard work would dispel material security and restore the 
necessity for spiritual hope and piety. According to the Chronicon 
Ephratense: 

The Superintendent [Beissel], who was the instigator of this work, 
never allowed a suspension of work or carnal rest in the settle­
ment, and therefore seized every opportunity to keep all those 

12. Lamech & Agrippa, Chronicon Ephratense: A History of the Community of Seventh Day 
Baptists at Ephrata, Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, trans. J. Max Hark (1889; rpt. New York: 
Burt Franklin, 1972), 214. 

13. Alderfer, Ephrata Commune, 55; Studer, "A History," 173. 
14. Samuel W. Pennypacker, "A Noteworthy Book: Der Blutige Schau-Platz oder 

Martyer Spiegel, Ephrata, Pa., 1748" Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 3 
(1881), 287-88; cited in Luthy, "The Ephrata Martyrs' Mirror," 4. 
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who were under his control in perpetual motion, so that no one 
might ever feel at home again in this life, and so forget the conso­
lation from above, which purpose this Book of Martyrs excel­
lently served.15 

FIGURE 3 

From Thieleman J. van Braght, Martyrs' Mirror (Dordrecht: Jacob 
Braat, 1660), title page. 

15. Lemech and Agrippa, Chronicon Ephratense, 210. 


